
Fam ily Fi nances 
in the U.S.: 
Recent Evi dence
From the Sur vey of
Consumer Finances
Be tween 1992 and 1995, changes in
fam ily fi nances were in flu enced by 
vari ous mac roeconomic events and 
long-  term trends. The pe ri od was one 
of con tinu ing eco nomic ex pan sion: the
un em ploy ment rate in 1995 was down 
to 5.6 per cent (from 7.6 per cent in 1992);
in fla tion was sub dued at an av er age 
an nual rate of 2.7 per cent; and in ter est
rates on new con ven tional mort gages
were 7.6 (from 9.7 per cent in 1992).

Fam ily fi nances were af fected by a
growth of hold ings in stocks and mu tual 
funds; the number of mu tual funds
avail able to fami lies con tin ued to      
ex pand. Also, em ploy ers in creas ingly
of fered tax-  deferred sav ings plans that
al lowed par tici pants to in vest in cor po rate
equities. Growth in credit card hold ing
was made pos si ble by ex ten sive mar ket -
ing, re laxa tion of credit stan dards, lower 
in ter est rates, and cash re bate pro grams.

A key demo graphic trend was the ag ing
of the post World War II co hort. The
pro por tion of fami lies headed by persons
be tween 45 and 54 years of age rose from
16.2 per cent in 1992 to 17.8 per cent in
1995. Fi nan cial de ci sions of these families
are likely to be in flu enced by the cost 
of col lege edu ca tion for their chil dren
and the need to save for their own 
re tire ment.

Data from the 1995 Sur vey of Consumer
Fi nances (SCF) pro vide a de tailed view
of changes in the in come, net worth,   
as sets, and li abili ties of fami lies be tween
1992 and 1995. Ma jor find ings were 
(1) the rise in me dian fam ily in come  
and me dian fam ily net worth in con stant 
dol lars; (2) in creased own er ship of 
pub licly traded stock (and mu tual funds)
from about 34 per cent of to tal fi nan cial
as sets in 1992 to about 40 per cent in
1995; and (3) lit tle evi dence of increased
debt pay ment prob lems—even though
the share of fami lies with debt and the
me dian amount of their debt rose.

Fam ily In come

Me dian and mean fam ily in come re-        
ported in 1995 (for the pre vious year)
was higher than in 1992, but not as  
high as in 1989. Be tween the 1989 and
1995 sur veys, me dian and mean in come 
de clined for fami lies headed by per sons
in the 35 to 54 age groups. Me dian and
mean in come also de clined for all edu -
ca tional groups, with the larg est de clines 
for the groups with at least some col lege 
edu ca tion. Me dian in come rose somewhat 
for non- White and His panic fami lies, but
fell for other fami lies. Gains in me dian and 
mean in come were lim ited to the group
with net worth be tween $25,000 and
$49,999.

Fam ily Sav ing

Over all, the pro por tion of fami lies re -
port ing that they saved in the pre ced ing
year fell from 57 per cent in 1992 to 55
per cent in 1995. How ever, a some what
higher pro por tion of fami lies with heads 
ages 75 and over were sav ers in 1995
than in 1992. The most com mon rea son
for sav ing given in 1995 was to in crease 
li quid ity (33 per cent), fol lowed by saving 

for re tire ment (24 per cent). Be tween
1989 and 1995, fami lies be came pro -
gres sively more likely to re port sav ing
for re tire ment—per haps re flect ing the
ris ing share of baby boom fami lies in
the popu la tion as well as the per ceived
un cer tainty of fu ture re tire ment benefits.
Sav ing for edu ca tion also con tin ued    
to rise, a trend that is likely re lated to
demo graphic shifts and con tinu ing 
in creases in the cost of a col lege 
edu ca tion.

Net Worth

Af ter fal ling be tween 1989 and 1992,
both me dian and mean net worth rose
from 1992 to 1995 (see ta ble). Me dian
net worth in creased by 6.8 per cent and
mean net worth in creased by 2.7 per cent 
from 1992 to 1995. Gen er ally, a rise in
me dian net worth that is larger than a
rise in the mean sug gests rela tively less
growth for wealthy fami lies than for
fami lies in the mid dle of the wealth 
dis tri bu tion. 

Be tween 1992 and 1995, me dian net
worth rose for groups with in comes of
less than $25,000. Mean net worth rose
for all groups ex cept those with in come
be tween $25,000 and $49,999. From
1992 to 1995, me dian net worth in -
creased for fami lies with heads less 
than age 55, while the mean for each 
of these groups held steady or de clined.
For fami lies with heads ages 65 to 74,
me dian net worth de creased slightly
while mean net worth in creased. The
data within each year show net worth
ris ing with the level of edu ca tion of the
fam ily head, but be tween 1992 and
1995, both me dian and mean net worth
rose mark edly only for the groups with 
a high school di ploma or less. 

86 Fam ily Eco nom ics and Nu tri tion Re view



1998 Vol.11 Nos. 1&2 87

Fam ily net worth, by se lected char ac ter is tics of fami lies, 1989, 1992, and 1995 
(thou sands of 1995 dol lars ex cept as noted)

1989 1992 1995
Fam ily

char ac ter is tics Me dian Mean
Per cent age
of fami lies Me dian Mean

Per cent age
of fami lies Me dian Mean

Per cent age
of fami lies

All fami lies 56.5. 216.7. 100.0 52.8 200.5 100.0 56.4 205.9 100.0

In come (1995 dol lars)1

Less than $10,000 1.6 26.1 15.4 3.3 30.9 15.5 4.8 45.6 16.0
$10,000 - $24,999 25.6 77.9 24.3 28.2 71.2 27.8 30.0 74.6 26.5
$25,000 - $49,999 56.0 121.8 30.3 54.8 124.4 29.5 54.9 119.3 31.1
$50,000 - $99,999 128.1 229.5 22.3 121.2 240.8 20.0 121.1 256.0 20.2
$100,000 and more 474.7 1372.9 7.7 506.1 1283.6 7.1 485.9 1465.2 6.1

Age of head (years)
Less than 35 9.2 66.3 27.2 10.1 50.3 25.8 11.4 47.2 24.8
35 - 44 69.2 171.3 23.4 46.0 144.3 22.8 48.5 144.5 23.2
45 - 54 114.0 338.9 14.4 83.4 287.8 16.2 90.5 277.8 17.8
55 - 64 110.5 334.4 13.9 122.5 358.6 13.2 110.8 356.2 12.5
65 - 74 88.4 336.8 12.0 105.8 308.3 12.6 104.1 331.6 11.9
75 and more 83.2 250.8 9.0 92.8 231.0 9.4 95.0 276.0 9.8

Edu ca tion of head
No high school di ploma 28.5 92.1 24.3 21.6 75.8 20.4 26.3 87.2 19.0
High school di ploma 43.4 134.4 32.1 41.4 120.6 29.9 50.0 138.2 31.6
Some col lege 56.4 213.8 15.1 62.6 185.4 17.7 43.2 186.6 19.0
Col lege de gree 132.1 416.9 28.5 103.1 363.3 31.9 104.1 361.8 30.5

Race or eth nic ity of head
White non- Hispanic 84.7 261.4 75.1 71.7 237.8 75.1 73.9 244.0 77.5
Non- White or His panic 6.8 82.1 24.9 16.9 87.9 24.9 16.5 74.4 22.5

Current work status of head
Pro fes sional, mana ge rial 106.6 262.7 16.9 78.8 248.5 16.8 89.3 252.8 15.9
Tech ni cal, sales, cleri cal 40.9 98.9 13.4 48.0 105.4 14.8 43.3 109.3 14.9
Pre ci sion pro duc tion 58.4 94.2 9.6 38.4 85.5 7.0 43.5 79.3 8.2
Ma chine op era tors and
  la bor ers 23.1 67.2 10.6 23.5 56.8 10.0 37.3 70.0 13.1
Serv ice oc cu pa tions 9.3 53.2 6.6 15.7 52.9 6.2 15.8 60.0 6.6
Self- employed 200.7 765.4 11.2 155.6 644.3 10.9 152.9 731.5 9.7
Re tired 77.5 199.2 25.0 76.3 201.2 26.0 81.6 218.3 25.0
Other not work ing 0.7 62.9 6.7 5.5 68.5 8.2 4.5 60.4 6.5

Hous ing status
Owner 119.9 311.7 63.8 106.1 289.6 63.9 102.3 295.4 64.7
Renter or other 2.4 49.4 36.2 3.6 42.7 36.1 4.5 42.2 35.3

1For the cal en dar year pre ced ing the sur vey.
Source: Ken nick ell, A.B., Starr- McCluer, M., and Sun den, A.E., 1997, Fam ily fi nances in the U.S.: Re cent evi dence from the Sur vey of Con sumer Fi nances,
Fed eral Re serve Bul le tin 83(1):1-24.



Me dian net worth de creased for home -
own ers over the 6-  year pe ri od, whereas
it in creased for rent ers. In 1995, mean
net worth for both groups re mained 
be low 1989 lev els. The re sults for 
home own ers do not ap pear to be driven
by shifts in the level of home val ues,
which gen er ally rose over the pe ri od.
Pos si ble ex pla na tions could be the 
in flux of new home own ers, an in crease
in the pro por tion of home own ers with
mort gages, and a rise in the amount of
mort gage debt owed.

Fi nan cial As sets

The share of fi nan cial as sets in fami lies'
to tal as set hold ings has risen stead ily,
from 28 per cent in 1989 to 31 per cent in 
1992 to 34 per cent in 1995. Sub stan tial
shifts in the com po si tion of fi nan cial 
as sets from 1992 to 1995 gen er ally 
con tin ued trends ob served from 1989 to
1992. The share of fi nan cial as sets held
in trans ac tion ac counts and cer tifi cates
of de posit, the tra di tional sav ings vehicles,
fell sharply, from 30 per cent in 1989 to
26 per cent in 1991 to only 19 per cent in
1995. At the same time, the share held
in tax-  deferred re tire ment ac counts, 
pub licly traded stocks, and mu tual funds 
rose strongly, from 38 per cent in 1989
to 49 per cent in 1992 to 56 per cent in
1995.  

Al though the pro por tion of fami lies 
hav ing at least some fi nan cial as sets
rose only slightly (from 90 per cent in
1992 to 91 per cent in 1995), own er ship
in creased more among fami lies earn ing
less than $10,000 a year, among non-
White and His panic fami lies, and among
fami lies headed by pre ci sion pro duc tion
work ers or ma chine op era tors and laborers. 
Over all, me dian fi nan cial as sets rose
slightly; this gain was shared by most
demo graphic groups ex cept fami lies
with heads aged 65 and older.  

Sur vey data for 1995 in di cate con tin ued
ex pan sion in the own er ship of mu tual
funds of all types (not in clud ing money
mar ket funds and funds held as part of a
re tire ment ac count). The me dian value
of these hold ings also con tin ued upward.
These changes are not sur pris ing given
the run-  up in the stock mar ket, the surge 
in the number of mu tual funds available,
and the in tense mar ket ing of funds. 

The own er ship rate rose among non-
His panic Whites but re mained unchanged 
for other fami lies. Own er ship rates 
in creased the most in fami lies with 
in come over $50,000 and in fami lies
with heads be tween ages 45 and 54. 
Me dian hold ings for those own ing 
mu tual funds show a dif fer ent pic ture,
how ever, with older fami lies and families
at both the top and bot tom of the income
dis tri bu tion show ing the larg est increases. 
A de crease in me dian hold ings was
reported by non - White or His panic
families, while non-  Hispanic Whites
had higher hold ings.  

The per cent age of fami lies with re tire -
ment ac counts grew in al most every
demo graphic group be tween 1992 and
1995. The SCF ques tions on re tire ment
ac counts cover Ke ogh ac counts; in di vidual
re tire ment ac counts; and em ployer-
spon sored plans from which loans 
or with draw als can be made, such as
401(k) ac counts. The pro por tion of 
fami lies own ing these as sets rose strongly 
(from 38 per cent in 1992 to 43 per cent
in 1995), and the share of fami lies' 
fi nan cial as sets ac counted for by re tire -
ment as sets also rose. These as sets 
com pli cate straight for ward in ter pretation
of fami lies' port fo lios be cause they may
com prise hold ings of stocks, bonds, 
mu tual funds, real es tate, lim ited part -
ner ships, or vir tu ally any other type of
as set.  

In gen eral, cov er age by any type of 
employer- sponsored pen sion plan 
re mained fairly con stant over 1989- 95:
around 40 per cent of all fami lies had
cov er age from a cur rent job. How ever,
the type of cov er age has shifted con sid -
era bly. The per cent age of fami lies parti -
ci pat ing in a 401(k)-type plan in creased
dra mati cally over the pe ri od, with 19
per cent of fami lies cov ered un der such 
a plan in 1989 and 27 per cent in 1995.
At the same time, cov er age by defined-
 benefit plans de clined from 28 per cent
in 1989 to 19 per cent in 1995. The shift
to ward 401(k)-type plans places a more
ob vi ous de mand on work ers to plan for
their re tire ment. Par tici pa tion in 401(k)-
type plans is vol un tary. Ac cord ing to the 
1995 SCF, slightly more than one-fourth 
of fam ily heads who were eligible to par -
tici pate in such a plan failed to do so in
1995. The data in di cated this choice is
re lated strongly to in come: heads of
fami lies with in comes of less than
$25,000 were less likely to par tici pate
than oth ers.

Non fi nan cial As sets 

The pri mary resi dence re mained the
larg est sin gle part of fami lies' non fi nan -
cial as sets. Be tween 1992 and 1995,
home own er ship moved up slightly to
65 per cent. The me dian home value 
(of the pri mary resi dence) among
homeown ers showed a simi lar pat tern     
in creasing from $86,800 in 1992 to
$90,000 in 1995. For the dif fer ent
demo graphic groups, changes in own er -
ship rates were mixed. For own ers, the
me dian house value gen er ally rose for
fami lies with in comes of less than
$100,000 and fell some what for higher
income fami lies. This dif fer ence may
partly re flect low rates of price ap pre -
cia tion for more ex pen sive houses.  
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Own er ship of ve hi cles fell some what
from 1992 (86 per cent) to 1995 (84 
per cent), but these items re mained the
most widely held non fi nan cial as sets.
The de cline in own er ship was spread
over most of the demo graphic groups,
al though own er ship rose for fami lies
with in comes of less than $10,000. A
part of the de crease in the per cent age 
of fami lies own ing ve hi cles may be 
at trib uted to an in crease in the per centage
leas ing ve hi cles, which rose from 3 per -
cent in 1992 to about 5 per cent in 1995.
Most of the in crease was con cen trated
among fami lies with in comes of
$25,000 or more.  

Over all, own er ship of in vest ment real
es tate fell from slightly over 19 to
slightly less than 18 per cent of all fami lies
from 1992 to 1995. The frac tion of 
fami lies own ing busi ness as sets fell
slightly be tween 1992 and 1995. For 
the re main ing non fi nan cial as sets         
(a broad cate gory of tan gi ble as sets    
in clud ing art work, jew elry, pre cious
met als, and an tiques), own er ship rates
rose from 8 to 9 per cent be tween 1992
and 1995, while the me dian amounts 
for those hold ing such as sets rose from
$7,600 to $10,000. The me dian value  
of these as sets rose more among older
(65 years and over) and lower in come
(less than $25,000) fami lies.  

Li abili ties

Fam ily debt and fam ily as sets rose
strongly from 1989 to 1995. How ever,
fam ily debt as a pro por tion of as sets
(the lev er age ra tio) held fairly steady at
about 16 per cent over the pe ri od. The
pro por tion of fami lies with debt rose
slightly be tween 1992 and 1995 (from
74 to 75 per cent). Fol low ing a simi lar
pat tern, the me dian amount of debt out

stand ing for fami lies with debt rose 15
per cent from 1992 ($19,500) to 1995
($22,500) af ter hav ing been flat over the 
pre vious 3 years. The in creases be tween 
1992 and 1995 in both the preva lence 
of bor row ing and the me dian amount of
debt owed would nor mally be ex pected
in a pe ri od of eco nomic ex pan sion.  
The in creases were wide spread among
demographic groups, with the sa li ent     
ex ceptions of fami lies in the high est        
in come group, fami lies with self-
 employed heads, and fami lies with
heads 75 years old or older.  

The preva lence of debt tends to in crease 
with fam ily in come, but the sizes of the
in creases are fairly small as the level 
of in come rises above $25,000. The 
me dian amount of debt owed shows much
larger in creases with in come, likely 
be cause of bor row ing as so ci ated with
the ac qui si tion of non fi nan cial as sets.
By age group, the pro por tion of fami lies 
bor row ing var ies only a lit tle for the
groups with heads younger than 55, but
it falls off quickly af ter that. The drop-
 off in me dian bor row ing in these older
groups is even sharper. The age pat tern
is largely ex plained by the pay ing off 
of mort gages on pri mary resi dences. 

The pro por tion of fami lies bor row ing
through mort gage loans in 1995 was 
up slightly from the 1989 level, but the
me dian amount out stand ing rose about
30 per cent over the 6- year pe ri od. Over
the same pe ri od, the me dian value of a
pri mary resi dence rose only 4.8 per cent; 
the much larger rise in the size of mort -
gage debt sug gests that fami lies were 
us ing more of their home eq uity for 
pur chases or in vest ments other than 
the pur chase of their pri mary resi dence.
Since the Tax Re form Act of 1986,
which phased out the de ducti bil ity of 

non-  mortgage debt, loans se cured by
home eq uity have in creas ingly served
 as a source of tax- preferred funds.  

The share of credit card debt also 
ex panded be tween 1992 and 1995, but 
it re mained a small part of to tal fam ily
debt. Off set ting this in crease was a
strong de cline in the share of bor row ing
for in vest ment real es tate.    

Two in di ca tors of po ten tial fi nan cial 
dis tress are the share of fami lies with
debt who have pay ments ex ceed ing 40
per cent of their in come and the share
who were late with their pay ments by
60 days or more at least once in the 
pre ced ing year. The 1992 - 95 pe ri od saw 
lit tle change in the pro por tion of highly
in debted fami lies (that is, those with
pay ments ex ceed ing 40 per cent of their
in come), but the pro por tion of debt ors
who were late pay ers rose nearly 1    
per cent age point.  

Source: Ken nick ell, A.B., Starr- McCluer, M., and
Sun den, A.E. 1997. Fam ily fi nances in the U.S.:
Re cent evi dence from the Sur vey of Con sumer 
Fi nances. Fed eral Re serve Bul le tin 83(1):1 - 24.
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